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Introduction
Despite being ubiquitous and embedded in everyday life, 'the centrality of the Internet is still under-theorized in much masculinities research, as are the effects of […] shifting patterns of […] leisure' (Anderson and McCormack, 2016: 11) . Indeed, Light (2013) has lamented this curious relative absence of theorising of men's engagements with digital sociality in particular, while Morris and Anderson (2015) assert that 'few researchers have empirically investigated heterosexual masculinities on social networking sites'. One exception is the latter's recent study of Britain's most popular YouTube vloggers, which found that 'inclusive masculinities are a central component of popularity for male youth on YouTube' (Morris and Anderson, 2015: 1201; our emphasis), with the softer and 'attenuated form' (Roberts, 2013) of masculinity, characterised by eschewing homophobia, misogyny and aggression, presented as being most prevalent. Such a finding chimes with documented shifts in performances of masculinities in various realms, such as schools (McCormack, 2012) , work (Roberts, 2013) and leisure spaces (Anderson, 2009 (Anderson, , 2011 .
Contributing to the knowledge base in this area, here we place under the microscope the performance of hetero-masculinities undertaken by the three most popular YouTube gaming vloggers during 2015-2016: PewDiePie 1 , VanossGaming and Sky Does Minecraft (in that order). This specific digital realm represents a space that is occupied by culturally exalted young men. Indeed, gaming has become an increasingly popular YouTube video categoryat the time of writing, PewDiePie is both the most subscribed YouTube gaming vlogger and the most subscribed YouTube channel across all categories -and the views/subscriber figures of all three vloggers make clear that they fulfil the criteria of popularity to the point of being culturally exalted.
The focus of this paper thus sits at the intersection of YouTube vlogging and gaming cultures, a site that is of particular sociological interest given the latter's associations with the (re)production and function of hegemonic masculinity. Such associations were seen to emerge with particularly virulent force in 2015's #GamerGate incident, where a 'swarm' of male gamers used social media to engage in 'outbursts of hypermasculine aggression' against prominent female gaming figures and their supporters (Mortensen, 2016) . In terms of both the event and the debates surrounding it, #GamerGate is best viewed as a crystallising moment in which longstanding concerns over the antisociality of male gamers collided with the sense of persecution that members of this social group have long felt in response (Mortensen, 2016) . The extent to which male gamers can make claims of persecution remains questionable, but the gendered inequalities underpinning video games and their surrounding communities have been widely documented (Ratan et al., 2015) . Indeed, while female gamers represent an increasingly sizeable proportion of consumers (ESA, 2015: 3-4) , this ostensible bridging of the gender gap appears 'incongruous when compared to the ongoing stories about a digital gaming culture that [is] an unpleasant or openly hostile space for females' (Ratan et al., 2015: 440) . While 'still something in the making' (Sundén and Sveningsson, 2012: 3) in comparison to discussions of gender and gaming culture, research into attitudes towards sexuality have similarly confirmed the 'taken-for-granted' normativity of hetero-masculinity in both games and their communities (Sundén and Sveningsson, 2012) .
In this paper, using contemporary literature on masculinity, we provide a theoretical and conceptual framework for understanding the ways in which hetero-masculinity is constructed and performed in the gaming vlogs of PewDiePie, VanossGaming and Sky Does Minecraft.
The central question here is two-fold: what forms of hetero-masculinity emerge in the performative work of these three gaming vloggers; and, given the increasingly mainstream status of this digital-cultural space, what might this illuminate about contemporary masculinity more broadly? We begin by outlining the relevant theoretical territory, from
Connell's foundational hegemonic masculinity theory (HMT) to more recent work on inclusive masculinities by Anderson and others. We then outline our methodology, before briefly introducing the three gaming vloggers, their culturally exalted status and the nature of their work. The first empirical section considers the vloggers' gendered performances. The second empirical section examines the vloggers' expressions of, and attitudes towards, sexuality. Our analyses suggest a complex picture in which the vloggers' performances of hetero-masculinity often defy simple interpretation along established theoretical lines, while also confirming a broader attenuation of traditionally orthodox forms.
Masculinities theory
Hegemonic masculinity theory Connell's (1987) pioneering work in this field originally shed light on the plurality of masculinities and the internal power relations between them. Central to Connell's writing is the concept of 'hegemonic masculinity' (Connell, 1987; 2000) , favourably viewed as 'the single most influential, recognized and utilized contribution to masculinity research' (Christensen and Jensen, 2014: 60) . Hegemonic masculinity was conceptualised as a configuration of gender practice that ideologically legitimates (or is taken to legitimate) the dominant position of men and the subordination of women. Similarly integral to the legitimization of hegemonic masculinity is the subordination and marginalisation of other masculinities, on the basis of ethnicity, sexuality and/or class position (Connell, 1987 ).
Connell's concept of hegemonic masculinity has deeply influenced great swathes of theoretical and empirical sociological work on men, gender and social hierarchy, and also informed practical efforts towards justice and equality, such as in anti-violence activism (Jewkes et al., 2015 
Inclusive masculinities theory
Connell has sidestepped a recently emerging critique that advocates a new theoretical position: inclusive masculinity theory (IMT) (Anderson, 2009 ). While it is true to say that 'a closer look at the masculinities of the main power-holding elites in the contemporary world shows the huge task still ahead for the project of gender equality' (Connell, 2016: 312) ,
proponents of IMT contend that close inspection lower down the social order reveals changing patterns of gender behaviour, particularly among boys and young men. Changing behaviours among ordinary boys and young men in the West have important theoretical implications. According to Anderson (2011: 731) , one function of hegemonic masculinity is that:
one archetype of masculinity is esteemed above all others, so that boys and men who most closely embody this standard are accorded the most social capital.
Conversely, those who behave in ways that conflict with this valorised masculinity are normally marginalised, while those at the bottom of the hierarchy are often publicly homosexualised for failing to adhere to rigid heteromasculine boundaries. Accordingly, in this model homophobia is used as a weapon to stratify men in deference to a hegemonic mode of heteromasculine dominance. hegemonic, masculinity, particularly in relation to homosexuality and women (Anderson, 2009 ). This opening up of behaviours is, as stated, made possible by the declining significance of homophobia in the construction of a masculine self (McCormack, 2012) . The outcome is that, where Connell (2005: 77) observed that 'at any given time, one form of masculinity rather than others is culturally exalted', Anderson (2009: 8) contends that 'in cultures of diminished homohysteria, two dominant (but not dominating) forms of masculinity will exist: One conservative and one inclusive.' Within the inclusive form,
Anderson sees the coexistence of multiple masculinities, and gendered behaviours of boys and men that are less differentiated from girls and women (Anderson, 2011: 733 ).
Anderson's writing over the last decade has enjoyed prolific uptake and support in empirical research (e.g. Cashmore and Cleland, 2012; Channon and Matthews, 2015; Dashper, 2012; Roberts, 2013; Roberts et al., 2016; Michael, 2013; Adams, 2011; Jarvis, 2015; Haltom and Worthen, 2014; Drummond et al., 2015; Murray and White, 2015) . This body of research In his research in secondary schools, McCormack (2012) documents that one role these shared norms play is the facilitation of ironic humour about same sex desire and gay stereotypes that act simultaneously as a means through which they espouse pro-gay attitudes, a bonding mechanism between gay and straight students, and as an ironic 'recuperation' of straight students' heterosexual identity (McCormack, 2012) . O 'Neill, 2015; Bridges, 2014) , in ways that bear a striking resemblance to earlier observations about the capacity, scope and value of hybrid performances of masculinity (e.g. Demetriou, 2001 ).
In response, Anderson suggests that his critics are constrained by HMT, which 'invites readers to look "out there" for particularly nefarious instances of masculinist abuses of power' (Moller, 2007: 265) . By overlooking more mundane, ordinary gender expressions in favour of their spectacular counterparts, indispensible aspects of the story of contemporary masculinity are overlooked (Roberts, 2012 (Anderson and McCormack, 2014: 140) . We find these points agreeable, but also believe it prudent to proceed by remaining sensitive to whether, as Bridges and Pascoe (2014: 246) contend, new performances of masculinity 'symbolically distance men from hegemonic masculinity […] and fortify existing social and symbolic boundaries in ways that often work to conceal systems of power and inequality in historically new ways'.
Methodology
As stated, here we focus on the three most popular YouTube vlogger's in the gaming category during 2015-2016: PewDiePie, VanossGaming (Vanoss hereafter) and Sky Does Minecraft (Sky hereafter). We decided to focus on three vloggers, rather than on more or fewer, in order to examine patterns and differences between multiple vloggers' work, while ensuring depth in our analysis of each. Popularity was measured through subscriber figures:
for PewDiePie, Vanoss and Sky, during the period in focus, these were 35 million, 11.3 million and 10.8 million, respectively. Readers should note that there has since been a great deal of fluidity in these numbers, and also in the gaming vloggers occupying the second and third positions. In the name of manageability, and in order to draw in-depth meaning from their most resonant work, we narrowed our focus to the ten most viewed videos from each vlogger as recorded by YouTube at the beginning of our data collection (24 February 2016).
Our selection was also limited to videos posted by each vlogger in the two-year period preceding data collection (2014 and 2015), a period in which the cultural significance of this YouTube genre was reaching an apex, as demonstrated by rising audience figures across the genre as a whole and the increasing focus of new media journalists on this emergent sphere of online activity (e.g. Ramdurai, 2014; Walker, 2014) . With respect to each of the vloggers' top ten videos, we examined only new gaming videos, removing from our selections 'greatest hits'-style montages of earlier work, channel updates and any other atypical non-gamingrelated vlogs. In terms of how much content was analysed, the top ten videos from PewDiePie, Vanoss and Sky represent 4 hours and 1 minute, 2 hours and 1 minute, and 2 hours and 43 minutes, respectively. With each video, we also surveyed the comments section in order to glean a sense of audience response. However, these forums appear to be mostly comprised of brief and inconsequential expressions of praise and enjoyment from fans and we did not find enough meaningful data to warrant inclusion of this territory.
The method of data collection and interpretation adhered first and foremost to Rose's (2001) suggestion that, before committing to a formal codifying process, researchers should immerse themselves in visual texts through repeated viewing. In codifying data, we identified every instance of discourse relating to gender and sexuality and then placed each instance within thematic categories. The quotes and behaviours we highlight and discuss in the empirical sections are representative examples of what was placed in these categories and we omitted no discursive evidence to the contrary, nor any instances of gender/sexuality discourse that might have suggested something altogether different. While we admit to the limits of our qualitative approach in terms of providing a fully representative overview of the vloggers' enormous bodies of work -PewDiePie, for example, has posted over 3000 videos to his YouTube channel -the complex discursive nature of these videos warrants closer analysis of smaller and influential samples. Importantly, in our initial broader survey of between 20 and 30 other videos from each vlogger, we found many others that not only confirmed the dominance of the themes we identify in their most popular work but, in many instances, would have provided even more overt examples of these themes. In the interests of prudence, a similarly broader survey was also conducted towards the end of the project and, seeing nothing that might contradict what we outline in relation to the smaller sample, we feel confident in presenting these findings as a meaningful distillation of the vloggers' work.
YouTube gaming and the three vloggers
PewDiePie, Vanoss and Sky have been at the forefront of a remarkable increase in popularity of YouTube gaming content in recent years. Indeed, gaming is now YouTube's fourth most popular category -behind product reviews, how-to videos and 'everyday life' vlogs (DeSimone, 2016a) -with boys and young men the key drivers (Blattberg, 2015) . While female viewers are also increasingly drawn towards gaming content (DeSimone, 2016b), the gender gap remains stark, with males still accounting for over 80% of viewers (Blattberg, 2015) . Moreover, to quote Henry (cited in Blattberg, 2015) , 'as soon as you omit gaming as a macro category, [gender difference in category preferences] goes to almost 50-50'. Central to this increasing gendered popularity has been the rise of the 'let's play' video, a format shared by the three gaming vloggers discussed here. The 'let's play' video involves watching gamers as they make their way through a given videogame while narrating their experiences. Most commonly, videos will focus solely on gameplay via screen-capture technology that is then overlaid with off-screen voice-overs from the content creator(s). For more established channels, videos will sometimes include a small window embedded into the gameplay footage featuring gamer reactions and the like. Increasingly -and applicable to the vloggers studied here -the most popular style of 'let's play' has become improvisational-comedic, with vloggers more interested in entertaining viewers through anarchic virtual antics than in demonstrating their gameplay skills and achievements.
As stated, PewDiePie, Vanoss and Sky all share in this madcap approach to the 'let's play' format and, as Wallenstein (2013) notes, there is a generational divide at the heart of its appeal. There are, however, some key differences to note in the content produced by the three vloggers before we proceed to the empirical sections. PewDiePie's videos are distinguishable There is a temptation here to cast this as evidence of hybridised masculinity. However, we would argue that these grey areas do not represent an 'incorporation of elements of identity typically associated with various marginalized and subordinated masculinities and-at times-femininities into privileged men's gender performances and identities' (Bridges and Pascoe, 2014: 246) . Most fundamentally, Vanoss' marginalisation of gay men and suggestion of voracious male sexuality locates the discourse squarely within the territory established by showing that even mild gender-appropriate deviation is be significantly punished, through, for example, punitive expressions of 'fag discourse' (Pascoe, 2007) . However, these behaviours can also be interpreted as a product of hybridisation (Bridges, 2014) , where an expanded set of behaviours is permitted to privileged groups -in this case culturally exalted heterosexual young men. In her research in schools, Pascoe (2007) argues that this is often the case for the most popular, most athletic boys, who benefit from 'jock insurance' such that their gender transgressions can be forgiven or that such behaviour would even enhance their masculine status. Celebrity status might act in such a way for these vloggers, but their celebrity was built on the approaches they now evidence. Equally, the presumed authenticity of vloggers such as the ones examined here is a crucial part of their appeal (Morris and Anderson, 2015 ).
PewDiePie's top ten videos contain fewer instances of sexuality-based comedy but the instances themselves again focus on homosexuality. 'what kind of gay sex are we having on this boat?' Much like Sky and friends' sexual roleplay, PewDiePie's casually incongruous homo-sexualisation of this sequence can be seen as form of ironic heterosexual recuperation. This is a subtle yet distinct shift away from explicit marginalisation tactics of in which homophobia is masculinity (Kimmel, 2008) .
Discussion and conclusion
The literature considering men's engagement with digital realms is relatively slim; yet, such locations are ripe for theoretical and empirical research aimed at advancing knowledge of how the construction and performance of masculinities is changing, or, indeed, remains fixed.
Beyond the embedded, everyday nature of social networking sites, the intersection of video games here is particularly important for such theorising. As Cremin (2015) argues, videogames are not just virtual affairs: the actions, behaviours and performances they elicit from gamers have significant resonance beyond their digital origins. In discussing the most popular and celebrated gaming vloggers it is therefore important not to write off their behaviours -whether seemingly positive, negative or somewhere in between -as part of a simple, relativising discussion of varieties of masculinity traits and how they appear and occur in different contexts.
To make sense of the ways in which YouTube's three most popular gaming vloggers expressed and performed their gender, we have found it necessary to move beyond the longstanding concepts of HMT and to use, in tandem, IMT. Close observation of the vloggers' top ten videos show that they present, perform and engage with masculinity in ways that are frequently inconsistent with the tactics of subordination and marginalisation that are key characteristics of Connell's foundational work. Given the dominant themes of ironic heterosexual recuperation and changing gay discourse, affectionate homosociality, and the satirical rejection of hypermasculinity, we lean towards an understanding that culturally exalted masculinities are in transition, becoming more inclusive (Anderson, 2009 ) and more attenuated (Roberts, 2013) . Paying close attention to young men's performances and constructions of gender at the micro level is important for theorising the structuring logic of masculinities, and for understanding how hegemonic norms come to operate and produce culturally exalted forms of expression. In this sense, our findings add to the work that problematises the explanatory potential of HMT. Such problematisation is particularly relevant to the specific environment of virtual gaming, which has largely (almost exclusively)
been associated with the (re)production of hegemonic masculine norms. In other words, even in this digital space, one commonly associated with the tenets of HMT, we observe shifts in the performances of masculinities that cannot be adequately captured, or completely explained, through its framework. Similar to other spaces associated with traditional/orthodox masculinity, such as male sporting teams or schooling institutions, different and more attenuated forms of masculinity appear to be emerging (e.g. Roberts et al., 2016; McCormack et al., 2016; McCormack, 2012) . In the case of the vloggers in this study, the tens of millions of viewers/subscribers suggest that these types of masculine identities are culturally exalted among the predominately young male audience, and this, in turn, reflects broader shifts in youth culture among the contemporary generation (Morris and Anderson, 2015) . We would posit that this in part stems from the positive impacts of having more women associated with, and involved in, this type of gaming community, given the YouTube platform allows for diversity of audience and of opinion. Of note here, PewDiePie sometimes includes in his videos his girlfriend, a vlogger in her own right, as co-narrator and co-gamer.
While our findings show evidence of progress, this is not to suggest that contemporary masculinities can solely be understood through the framework of IMT. Indeed, Anderson (2009) himself has clearly stated that two types of masculinity -one conservative and one more inclusive -tend to co-exist. Correspondingly, we find some more complex 'shades of grey' whereby instances of masculine performance associated with HMT also assert themselves. Vanoss, for example, presented more straightforward expressions of homophobia than PewDiePie or Sky but, importantly, the vlogger still attempted to minimise the harm of his comments. One reading of such reflexive behaviours might be that, as major and usually sole sources of income, hetero-male gaming vloggers are merely cognisant of the reputational damage and related financial implications that might occur if they publicly espouse homophobic sentiments. Given the other aforementioned themes of inclusive/unorthodox masculine expression found across all three vloggers' work, we think this more cynical reading is unsatisfactory; however, even if the gaming vloggers' presentation of tolerance is nothing more than a veneer, this would still show that such behaviour is deemed (at least partially) unacceptable at a cultural level.
Our research, then, adds to the growing body of work highlighting the emergence of increasing levels of complexity in the construction of contemporary masculine identities.
Scholars should take seriously the possibility of more egalitarian uses of digital media and virtual gaming by heterosexual young men, rather than viewing these spaces as solely reproducing hegemonic notions of masculinity. Indeed, in noting these productive possibilities, we might be better placed to further perpetuate more fully inclusive masculinities. To this end, future studies in this emerging area of research might include indepth interviews with the audience-consumers of such work, as well as more intensive examination of gaming vloggers below the level of celebrity examined here.
